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x/2012001/article/11715-eng.htm#a3) from 80 per 100 000 (www.cscscc.gc.ca/text/pblct/forum/e123/e123h-eng.shtml).
But transinstitutionalization isn't the sole factor at play in the disproportionate incarceration of the mentally ill, several experts say. They point to Prime Minister Stephen Harper's "get tough on crime agenda" as also having had a substantial impact on the numbers of incarcerated.
Statistics Canada indicates that roughly 38 000 offenders were in federal or provincial jails on any given day in fiscal 2010/11 (www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/85-002-x/2012001/article/11715-eng.htm). That represented a 1% increase over the previous fiscal year and roughly a 5% increase over the course of a decade. It resulted in Canada being ranked 17 th in incarceration rates among 34 Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development member nations.
A disproportionate share of the mentally ill are represented in those who've been caught up in the get-tough-on-crime agenda, says Dr. Gary Chaimowitz, past-president of the Canadian Academy of Psychiatry and the Law. "When you start arresting and incarcerating people for petty offenses you're going to pick up more individuals with mental illness; it does skew towards incarceration of the mentally ill. … At the end of the day, I don't think it will do anything but increase the incarceration of the mentally ill."
As a corollary, the conditions of confinement essentially increase the rate of mental illness, Sapers notes. "There is an increase in the population of those who are becoming or developing mental health problems while incarcerated. This seems to be related to a whole host of conditions related to conditions of confinement."
Part of that is a function of overcrowding, which results in the practice of doublebunking. "We're simply incarcerating more people," Sapers notes. "There are approximately 1000 more offenders inside Canadian federal institutions over the last couple of fiscal years. We've seen a relatively large increase: the equivalent of two medium security institutions. But we haven't seen two medium security institutions open up. So they're being stacked in existing institutions."
As a consequence of that double-bunking, "we're seeing more mental illness because the conditions are worsening," Sapers adds. "You're fitting more people into already crowded facilities; you're creating negative conditions of confinement, which does have an impact on people's mental health."
That will likely continue in the future. As of March 2012, the national rate of double-bunking was 17.18%, representing over 2300 double-bunked inmates, an increase of roughly 33% over the number who were double-bunked in March 2011 (www.ocibec.gc.ca/rpt/annrpt/annrpt20112012-eng.aspx#s4).
The government is hopeful, though, that the trend will be reversed as the construction of new facilities is completed. Roughly 2700 new cells are being currently being constructed.
The question, though, is whether Canada is now caught in what Sapers calls the "gap between when policy changes and it creates new burdens on the system and when the system has the capacity to respond," or whether there are far more systemic problems with Canada's approach to the provision of health services for the incarcerated. -Nathan Stall MD, Toronto, Ont.
